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This note is to give readers of Freshwater Forum some of the background 
to the publication of The Freshwater Algal Flora of the British Isles (John 
et al. 2002). 
For the past three-quarters of a century the only comprehensive account 
of freshwater algae in the British Isles has been West and Fritsch's A 
Treatise on British Freshwater Algae (2nd edition). It was published in 
1927, almost 10 years after the death of G. S. West. Much information was 
taken from West's 1904 edition and generic descriptions were often only 
slightly modified. The scope of the second edition was, however, 
broadened to include groups not covered in the earlier edition. Despite 
considerable advances in knowledge, the "Treatise" (and subsequent 
editions) has until now remained one of the most valuable source of 
information on British freshwater algae. More recent identification guides 
to British algae deal only with the commoner species, specific habitats and 
specific groups. None are sufficiently complete to identify the majority of 
the species likely to be encountered in mixed field samples. This became 
all too apparent when two of us (DMJ, BAW) began to run algal training 
courses at Durham University for biologists in the water industry and water 
management. Most participants had little experience of algae and had 
failed to appreciate the limitations of the guides available to them. During 
the Durham course they were able to refer to a wide range of guides, 
Floras, monographs and research papers needed to make reliable 
identifications. Unfortunately, most of this literature is not easy to use, 
since much is in languages other than English and usually written for 
professional taxonomists. It focuses on regions other than the British Isles, 
much is very expensive, and some is not readily available since out of print 
or held by few British libraries. 
The experience of running the Durham training course lent further 
support to our view that non-specialists require a user-friendly, well 
illustrated identification guide to British freshwater algae. As a result, we 
discussed the possibility of producing a new and up-to-date identification 
guide with various taxonomic and ecological specialists. All were 
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encouraging and offered their support, while pointing out that the guide 
would inevitably have many shortcomings. In 1991 two of us (DMJ, 
BAW) submitted a proposal to the Council of the British Phycological 
Society suggesting the preparation of a modern synoptic account and 
identification guide to the freshwater and terrestrial algae of the British 
Isles. A committee was set up to plan and organise what became known as 
the "British Freshwater Algal Flora Project". Taxonomic experts on the 
major freshwater algal groups were approached and almost all agreed to 
collaborate. As several reside overseas, financial support was successfully 
sought from the British Phycological Society and the Royal Society to 
permit some to visit the British Isles to sample fresh material and work 
with phycologists here. The successful completion of the Flora owes much 
to its contributors who gave their time freely in preparing keys, 
descriptions and illustrative material. Publication of The Freshwater Algal 
Flora of the British Isles at last will become a reality with its launch by 
Professor David Bellamy at The Natural History Museum in London on 23 
April 2002. 
The original intention was to include all algal groups, but the diatomists 
on the committee withdrew from the project, believing that that it was 
unrealistic to include diatoms until much further taxonomic research had 
been carried out on this large group. Fortunately, there already exist 
comprehensive identification guides to the diatoms and these are 
mentioned in a short chapter in the new Flora by Martyn Kelly and 
Elizabeth* Haworth. Due to the problem of volume length only the 
commoner and regionally important desmids are described: about one-third 
of the 1000 or so desmid species recorded for the British Isles. 
The arrangement of the phyla follows the Coded List of Freshwater 
Algae of the British Isles (Whitton et al. 1998). So that it can be used easily 
by non-specialists, the orders are arranged alphabetically, genera are 
alphabetical under the order (or family in the Zygnematales), and species 
are alphabetical within each genus. All species entries include the current 
accepted name, authority, date of publication and basionym (where 
required). Synonyms listed are mainly those used in the literature on 
British freshwater algae or in major taxonomic treatments. The author of 
each taxonomic name is given in full with initials or other conventions 
recommended by Brummitt & Powell (1992). A list of standard 
abbreviations and other conventions associated with the citation of authors 
of taxa is provided. Descriptions are mostly brief, diagnostic, and 
emphasise diagnostic characters that are visible using a good light 
microscope. Each taxonomic entry is accompanied by comments on world 
distribution and, where available, something about their ecology. 
Additional information is provided for environmentally important algae, 
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such as nuisance/harmful ones, and those important for monitoring water 
quality and long-term environmental changes. Knowledge of the 
distribution within the British Isles is given where such information is 
available. The use of technical terms is, as far as possible, limited. The 
book is illustrated with over 2000 line drawings and there are 20 half tone 
plates. An innovative feature is an accompanying CD-ROM photo 
catalogue of more than 650 images of algae and their habitats, mostly in 
colour and of living material. The photo catalogue has been compiled and 
edited by Peter York, David John and Leslie Johnson. We have also 
updated (with Elizabeth Haworth and Martyn Kelly) an online database 
(published by the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology and the Environment 
Agency) of all British freshwater algae (including diatoms), in which each 
taxon has been assigned a unique 8-digit code (see 
http://www.nwl.ac.uk/~loissys/algaLcoded_list.htm). 
The Flora is dedicated to Dr John Lund FRS, who not only 
enthusiastically endorsed the idea of preparing this modern account, but 
has provided tremendous assistance and much encouragement during the 
more than 10 years it has taken to complete. 
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